
by Melissa Yuan-Innes

to become A doctor, 
you have to compete. You’ve 
got to have the grades. You’ve 
got to ace the MCAT. And 
when the residency interview-
ers asked, “What’s your great-
est weakness?” so many of us 
answered “Perfectionism” that 
it became a joke.

I was born competitive. I 
remember deliberately eating 
my ice cream slower than any-
one else so I could be the envy 
of the Brownie troop, still lick-
ing the chocolate coating while 
they sucked their Popsicle 
sticks dry.

When I was 15, a bunch 
of us went to play mini golf, 
pitting ourselves against the 
rotating windmill and trying to 
shoot through a giant wooden 
bear’s open mouth.

At least two guys in the 
group played better than I did.  
I gnashed my teeth. Silently.  
It’s not cool to show how much 
you want to win at mini golf.  
You should just win and then 
laugh it off as “nothing.”

Meanwhile, one of the girls 
encouraged us all. “Oh, good 
shot. Wow, a hole in one! You 
must be so proud of yourself.  
Hey, nice try.”

While she talked, I applied 
my putter to the fake grass and 
played my heart out.

One of the guys won. But for 
once, instead of boiling in the 
stench of defeat, I remembered 
that sweet classmate, peeping 
encouragement to the last hole, 
and I wondered: a) Is she for 
real? and b) What would it be 
like to live like that—sincerely 
hoping for other people’s vic-
tories, even at the expense of 
your own?

Fast-forward to December 
2005. I booted down Highway 
20 in my Ford Focus, racing 
toward my emergency room 
shift through a snowfall. The 
windshield blurred. I kept run-
ning my windshield wipers, 
to no avail. A yellow truck 
loomed ahead. I hit the brakes. 
BOOM! Right into the back of 
a snow plow.

My windshield shattered.  
My airbags went off. The radi-
ator busted. I couldn’t get my 
keys out of the ignition. Then I 
remembered how cars explode 
on TV and I dashed out of the 
car.

I knew I was unharmed, but 
I was 16 and a half weeks preg-
nant and worried.

The fetal heart rate thumped 
along at a reassuring 150 beats 
per minute, but my immediate 
literature search boiled down to 
this: The uterus rises out of the 
pelvis in the second trimester 
and becomes more vulnerable.  
Monitor yourself for the next 
24 hours for cramping, bleed-
ing, etc.

The next morning, whiplash 
kicked in. I knew what to do:  
cardio. Get the blood circulating 
to my stiff neck and shoulders. I 
grabbed my skis and headed out 
to the woods near my house.

I fell on my back on the 
first hill. Staring up into the 
cloudy sky, I thought, “What 
am I doing? My baby escaped 
unscathed from a car accident, 
and now I’ve just subjected it 
to another minor trauma. Now 
I have to monitor myself for 
another 24 hours.”

I thought, I really have 
to slow down. I’ve got to be 
more like my husband. He’s 
extremely calm. He could sleep 
12 hours a day. He walks away 
from arguments, but if he’s 
forced to fight, he forgets about 

it. He also forgets to clean the 
toothpaste off the sink rim or 
the pay the credit card bills, but 
that’s beside the point.

The point is, he’s a type B 
personality. In a nutshell, type 
A personalities are supposed 
to be competitive, hostile, 
impatient workaholics who 
drop dead from heart attacks.  
Type Bs sip piña coladas and 
tell you it’s no problem, mon. I 
know that makes type Bs sound 
like they’ve got the upper hand 
but, actually, the whole theory’s 
been disproven. Only hostile 
type As drop dead from heart 
attacks, which is much better.

Yoga’s relaxing, right?
Still, I wanted to take it down a 
notch. I was already doing yoga. 
I took my first yoga class in uni-
versity and kept it up, on and off, 
before Madonna made it ubi-
quitous. But, to be honest, after 
the local studio owner asked 
me to teach a few classes, I went 
into overdrive. I felt obligated to 
attempt backbends and forward 
folds and headstands because I 
feared everyone else looking at 
me and saying, “Hey, that’s the 
loser teacher.”

So yoga didn’t cure me.

I started reading about Bud-
dhism. I tried to meditate—
that lasted, um, a minute or 
two. Still, in the following 
weeks, I felt calmer. More cen-
tred. More confident in saying, 
“No thanks, I don’t want your 
Saturday night shift.”

(By the way, my cousin, a 
family doctor, gave me a good 
rule of thumb on saying no. Is 
your first instinct “OK” or “Oh, 
shit”? Go with your gut.)

So, I announced triumph-
antly to my husband, “I’m now 
a type B!”

He sort of laughed, but 
didn’t say anything. (See lack of 
confrontation, above.)

When I met my high school 
best friend over Christmas, I 
continued to spread the good 
tidings. “You know, it’s not good 
for me to be such a hard-core 
type A. So I decided to become 
a type B, and now I am!”

She  burst out laughing. 
“The fact that you thought you 
instantly turned yourself into 
a type B really means you’re a 
type A.”

That gave me pause. Not 
a good sign when your best 
friend tells you you’re delu-
sional and the next cardiac 

monitor might still have your 
name on it.

So, what’s a girl to do? Not 
much, which is kind of the 
secret to letting go. I kept doing 
yoga and reading about Bud-
dhism. I limited the number of 
shifts I worked, especially night 
shifts. I gave birth to the best 
kind of miracle, a healthy baby.

At my six-week postpartum 
checkup, the obstetrician said, 
“So, how many shifts are you 
working? What, you’re not 
working? You’re taking mater-
nity leave?”

I said, “Of course!” without 
an ounce of guilt or shred of 
hostility.

And last month, I taught a 
yoga class and found myself 
keeping it relatively mellow 
while I talked and joked my 
way through the poses.

At the end, one woman came 
up to me and said, “I enjoyed 
hearing you talk. You’re really 
laid back, aren’t you?”

Ah. Victory.

Melissa Yuan-Innes practises 
emergency medicine in Corn-
wall and Alexandria, Ont.  
Her writing alter ego lives at 
www.melissayuaninnes.net.
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Confessions of a type A personality
Realizing it’s stressful being a type A, Dr. Melissa Yuan-Innes decided to become a type B. Or so she thought
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